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Chapter One

				Kathryn Delroy was in her element. All those years of fishing with her dad and brothers had given her the background to be here. She wore a grin a mile wide as she watched the salmon leap through the water in their quest for a bed for their eggs. It was late June and right in the middle of spawning season. The air was crisp and the sun warm like a hot towel after a massage. She laughed at herself for comparing a trip to the spa to this more rustic experience. All the men in her group were taking wagers on who would get the biggest catch and deciding who would net, de-hook, and clean Kathryn’s catch. She ignored them. Let ’em laugh. First rule of Team Building, never underestimate the power of your team members. Isn’t that what they said in the conference? That was right before the guys all spent half an hour deciding where to go to happy hour. Ha, these guys hadn’t got a clue.

				Kathryn stood with her hands on her hips. The river rushed past, lapping white water waves at the shore near her feet. It kind of reminded her of her life, always in a hurry. She tilted her head up and closed her eyes briefly to bask in the sun’s warmth. She was up for this challenge, more so than these guys knew. After all, she was sans one over-controlling fiancé and it was her time to take life by the horns. Yeah. Time to be her own person.

				The lower Kenai waters churned so heavily that sometimes the water took on a pink hue from the multitudes of fish streaming by like soldiers on a crusade. Kathryn hadn’t been salmon fishing before but she was more than ready to try.

				“Where the hell is Tito?” James Wallace asked. James was a manager from their San Diego office and looked every bit the native Californian with his long straggly hair pulled back in a super-short ponytail and wire-rimmed glasses, obviously worn only to make a statement. He was wearing all the right outdoor gear and carrying a backpack over one shoulder. His look wasn’t favored by the executives though, and he’d been given more than one “talk” about professional appearance, which he politely ignored. Apparently, his view was that California had their own rules, and he preferred to follow them. Since his office remained profitable and sales steadily stayed at the top of the list for their divisions, Kathryn assumed he was given latitude with his appearance. For now. She marveled at how different he’d become since he moved.

				“Tito?” asked Zak, one of the manager trainees from L.A. “That’s the new guy, right?

				“Yeah, that’s me,” said a voice behind them. And that’s when Kathryn saw little Thomas Ryan, all grown up into a big boy coming down the bank, also with a backpack over his shoulder. “Hey Kathryn.” Thomas grinned. “I heard you were going to be here.”

				Kathryn’s mouth dropped open as the man approached. “Thomas? Thomas Ryan?” Could it really be the skinny guy that graduated with her brother and had been at her house most of his junior and senior year?

				“Yep. Haven’t seen you since you were playing softball with Dad’s company team a few years ago in that fundraiser deal. How’s things going?” he drawled as he walked up to the boat launch and dropped his backpack into the aluminum boat in front of them. He didn’t listen for her answer before turning to the group. “Who’s in which boat, gentlemen? How are we divvying up?” He glanced around at the six other people encircling them.

				“Doesn’t matter to me,” one answered.

				“Me either,” came several replies.

				“Okay, then.” Thomas shook his sandy blond hair out of his eyes, and held a hand out to Kathryn. “Kathryn, you’re here with Zak, James, and me. The rest of you guys take that boat.” Thomas pointed to the one in front of theirs and waited for Kathryn to take his hand and step in.

				“I can manage,” Kathryn mumbled as she stepped into the boat, disregarding his outstretched hand. The boat shifted to the side under her weight while the rumbling current tried to pry them from the dock. She held her balance but grabbed his arm without looking up. When did Thomas get so tall? And so hard? She hadn’t seen him in what? Three years? No, it was five, but they had been kind to him. Very kind.

				“I know, Kathryn. You were always good at managing on your own, weren’t you?” He winked. “Try not to embarrass ’em too much this week, okay?” he whispered, out of earshot from the others.

				Zak stepped into the boat behind Kathryn, and sat next to her on the bench; James took the seat by Thomas.

				“So, where did the name Tito come from?” Zak asked.

				“Long story. It’s a nickname from college.” Thomas nodded at the guide. “Line’s free. We’re ready.” The guide throttled the boat away from the dock.

				“Looks like we have plenty of time for stories,” Zak said as the boat motor kicked into gear and slowly propelled them upstream.

				“Not this one. It’s probably not one I should tell right now, if you know what I mean.” Thomas glanced at Kathryn, then looked out at the bank and promptly changed the subject. “Great day for this, isn’t it?” Zak got the hint and left him alone.

				That was the beginning of Team Building 101 for Stein Incorporated’s leadership class. Everyone in this small group had been, or was going to be, management for the company at one of the various locations across the country and Thomas Ryan was one of them.

				Kathryn had a lot of questions. Where’d he been all these years? She’d heard from his dad that he’d gone to work for a firm in Cleveland after he graduated. He’d followed a girl up there, or something like that. How did he get from that to here? She frowned at her inquisitiveness. Sans guy, she reminded herself. She was on her own for the first time in a long time and she had vowed to enjoy it. So what if he apparently still made her stomach flip? He did that to every girl she knew back then. High school was over.

				“So, how have you been, Katy?” His quiet voice came from behind her.

				“No one’s called me that since high school,” she said.

				“Oh, sorry. Some habits are hard to break. What do you want to be called?” he asked as she turned around to face him. The air was chilly as the wind gusted past them on the water. He leaned into it with his hands shoved down into his coat pockets. His hair whipped back and forth across his face haphazardly as he smiled.

				She sucked in cold air. Okay, when did you get so good looking? Kathryn had an uncomfortable reaction to that smile and looked down at the bottom of the boat.

				“Up to you.” She shrugged. As she swiveled to face forward, her cap caught the wind and flew off, sending her hair bursting out in every direction. “Whoops!” she exclaimed. She grasped after it, tumbling backward in the boat, slamming against Thomas’ feet and legs. And when did you get so built, Tommy?

				Their guide for the day was a man named Don Something. She didn’t catch his last name and wasn’t sure he had even given it. He was a big, burly guy with brown wavy hair and a thick, bushy moustache. When he spoke, the hairs of the moustache curled into his lip. Kathryn wondered how much food ended up on it when he ate.

				“All right, we’ll start here. There are a few ground rules I need to mention,” Don Something said as he faced them. His arm was behind his back keeping the boat aimed steadily into the current. He made it sound involved but the process was little more than throw your line in and wait patiently.

				The experience of pulling in the fish was exhilarating. Kathryn smiled satisfactorily for several minutes as she looked out over the silver glitter of the sun on the water. She was in Alaska, fishing for salmon, and she’d just caught her first. The sun was shining, the air was cool, and she was getting paid to be here. What a great life. She looked at Thomas’ backside in front of her. The scenery wasn’t too bad either.

				“So, what kind of exercises are we doing tonight?” Zak asked. The exercises he referred to were all work-related. Each day, the group was required to do some sort of team-building process together and then meet to discuss it afterward. Most of them were problem-solving routines, designed to make them think on their feet or avert some sort of disaster.

				“I heard it was a rope thing, something to do with climbing ropes or walking them,” James offered. “At least that’s what one of the guys at the office said they did before.” He slowly reeled in his line to check the lure and then threw it back in. They all watched as one of the guys on a nearby boat pulled in a nice-sized salmon.

				“That ought to be interesting,” Thomas chimed in. “Anyone ever walked a rope? Or climbed one?”

				“Yeah, in gym class in high school,” Zak said.

				“You walked a rope?”

				“No. Climbed one. Everyone had to do it. You were supposed to climb all the way to the top. We also had to climb the peg board on the wall. It was intended to make you able to lift your full body weight and part of our final exam.”

				“Oh. Yeah. I guess I did that too. This should be interesting.”

				“What about you, Kathryn? You done anything interesting with ropes?” She was certain James worded it that way just to get a reaction. His tone and expression were more than suggestive. Oh brother.

				“Yeah,” Kathryn played along, “but it had nothing to do with lifting my own weight.” She was used to James’s jokes. He’d used them a lot. His comments bordered on unacceptable. Once she had worked with him a while, she realized he did that with everyone. It was his way of joking around and fairly harmless. She winked at him, then noticed Thomas had raised an eyebrow in disapproval.

				James wasn’t done yet. He took her comment and ran with it. “Ah, tying people up?”

				She laughed. “Let’s just say I’m pretty good at knots.”

				Thomas still maintained his frown but chimed in, startling her completely with, “I can vouch for that, guys. She definitely is pretty good with knots.”

				Kathryn wasn’t often caught off-guard but she found herself frozen in place, catching a sparkle in Thomas’ eye she hadn’t seen before. All three of the other men on the boat also hesitated, then laughed. Kathryn frowned, turned around facing away, her face starting to match the salmon’s color. Everyone on the boat had completely misunderstood his comment. He wanted them to, obviously.

				“Sounds like there’s a story there that we need to hear sometime,” James chided.

				“No, not really,” Kathryn answered.

				As a teen, she’d spent summers at the lake. Her parents sprang for a boat. She’d become pretty adept at tying it up as well as driving it. Her brother Sam was pretty social and he’d take two or three friends along every time they went out, more often than not including Thomas. Being a good brother, he also let Kathryn tag along if she wanted to. But only sometimes, mainly when there was no one else to drive the boat except him. He wanted to make sure he got a chance to board also and without her, he’d be stuck driving for everyone else. The down side was she often got stuck tying the boat up and washing it when they returned, while Sam and his friends escaped to do something fun. Yes, she was pretty good with knots. She was also pretty good at washing down a boat, steering a boat, wakeboarding, fishing, softball, and a lot of other things. Things she seldom did anymore because she was always working.

				Don dropped them all back at the dock. “I’ll clean the fish and bring them up to the lodge in a bit. We’ll send them over to be processed in the morning. There’s a cooler up there for each of you. The processors will come by and take whatever you have every day. At the end of the week, we’ll ship them to your address. You don’t have to do anything. That’s part of our job.”

				Excellent! That just took the hassle out of fishing. As well as the smell. Kathryn glanced smugly at the men who’d earlier complained about the possibility of having to take care of her fish. So there!

				“Have a good night folks.” Don waved a salute as they all traipsed back up to the lodge. “Dinner is at seven in the dining room. Don’t be late or you won’t eat. Get some rest now, though, as you’ll likely be up late with the exercises.”

				The lodge they were staying at consisted of one large building, which was actually someone’s home turned into the camp’s kitchen, main dining room, a meeting room, and some smaller bedrooms for individuals. There was also a big open living room that was equipped with a pool table, a bar, television, and a stack of DVDs.

				Outside the main building were six cabins. Each cabin slept two people. Except hers, of course. Kathryn wasn’t sharing but the guys were doubled up. She doubted they’d all be happy with each other by the end of the week. It was comical if she gave it thought. How did one swear off men only to get isolated in the Alaskan wilds with a bevy of them?

	
Chapter Two

				Thomas sat in the bar of the lodge watching the sports channel. Even though this week was dedicated to training, if he didn’t get at least a few sports highlights while he was away, he’d go nuts. He’d enjoyed the fishing more than expected. Truthfully, it hadn’t been the fishing. He enjoyed seeing Kathryn again. She had been pretty as a girl but there was something different now. More confidence, maybe? Polish. That’s what it was. There was a little more polish to her, which was nice. He preferred the unpolished version though. Had his father known she was here when he recommended he attend? Doubtful, since she was the one person his dad never approved of.

				Laughter erupted at the doorway as two other members of their group entered the room. He had yet to meet them but knew one was in sales at their Chicago office. He wasn’t sure about the other guy. Both appeared to be in their early thirties, medium build, looking for a good time and planning a night on the town. Hardly a town. More like a pit stop.

				Past the bar and dining area, the view was gorgeous. The room was surrounded by floor to ceiling glass windows that opened to a deck that encompassed half the lodge. The view of the river and the mountains on the other side was amazing. But the greatest part of the view had nothing to do with the river or the mountains. Rather one Kathryn Delroy, dressed in black athletic pants and a blue jacket, sitting on the rocks by the river. Her hair was different. It used to be brown, sort of a light brown. It was longer now and had darkened significantly and clung in cascades of waves to her back. It was banded in a tie of some sort at her neck. She laid back on the ground with her hands behind her head and closed her eyes. The action made him realize that Sam’s little sister was a lot more than the little girl he’d known growing up. She was built. Damn, she was built.

				“Kathryn’s pretty hot, isn’t she?” James asked as he walked into the room and noticed where Thomas was focused. “We dated once.”

				“Really?” Thomas turned his attention to James. In his opinion, she was way out of his league. But then, she’d flirted with him on the boat. “I thought you were in San Diego.”

				“I am. Now. I started in the Houston office though. After I’d been there a year, they transferred me to California to build up a new sales team.”

				“So, you and Kathryn dated?”

				“What? Is that so hard to believe?” James pouted. “Officially, we went out to dinner once. After a happy hour thing for work.”

				“I wouldn’t call that dating,” Thomas said.

				“We hung out for a while. She’s a great kisser.”

				She kissed him? No way. Thomas didn’t want to hear this. Not about Sam’s sister. He frowned at James. “Does she know you say that to the people she works with?”

				James shrugged. He went around the bar to get a glass, added some ice, and filled it with Scotch and water. That was Thomas’s exit cue. He slid off the bar stool and headed out the door, then down the grass embankment. He did not want to hear anything more from James. Not about Kathryn. Anyone who started out a conversation that way was an ass. Okay, maybe if it was about someone else, he wouldn’t care, but not about her. Take that back. His legal mind kicked in. Talking about coworkers like that can get you in trouble.

				“Look at ’em. It makes you want to reach out and grab one,” he said when he got close enough to see her breathing.

				She arched her head backward, peering at him upside down. “Who?”

				“The salmon.” He pointed at the water where a steady pink stream of bodies moved just under the surface. Large strips of bright color flashed like fireflies in the murky green. Every once in a while, one arched in the air and landed with a splash.

				“Oh, yeah.” She lowered her chin onto her chest to see the water, then raised off the ground to a sitting position. She slid her legs up and wrapped her arms around her knees. A couple of leaves had hidden themselves in her hair and the wind caught them, flicking them around just like their lures had moved in the water earlier that day.

				Thomas dropped to the ground next to her, lifted one knee and rested his arm across it. “James said you’re a great kisser.”

				“What!” she choked out. “When did he say that?”

				“Just a minute ago in the kitchen. So you guys dated?” He squinted into the sun at her, looking for a reaction. The light blinded him such that he couldn’t really get a good gauge of her thoughts.

				“No.” She drawled it out slowly as if hesitant to explain. It had been stupid to mention but he found himself needing to know. The wind carried her scent to him. He switched his gaze to the water and waited. “It wasn’t like that. More of a drunk, spur of the moment, one time, stupid, very stupid, should not have happened, thing.” She turned.

				When he finally decided to return her gaze, he stopped breathing for a second. Crystal blue. Her eyes were crystal blue. Her lashes soft like wisps of silk. Her lips and cheeks were rosy from the cool air. Even the tip of her nose was pink. He’d never noticed the eyes before — never in all these years.

				“What else did he say? Should I be worried?” she asked.

				He shook his head, more to focus than answer. “That’s all, but I didn’t stay to hear any more.” Especially when his first impulse was to punch the guy. Right in the nose. Fortunately, he had never been the violent type. Still, a picture of her with James flitted through his thoughts. “I wonder what Sam would have done if he’d heard.”

				“Why? Are you planning on being big brother since he’s not here? I don’t need big brother looking out for me, and I don’t need you to either.” Those eyes matched his gaze with a fierce challenge.

				He surveyed her face, taking in the details. He imagined what that hair felt like. What James knew about kissing Kathryn that he didn’t.

				Thomas shook his head again to clear that vision. “Don’t worry. I don’t feel very brotherly anyway right now. Want to get him back?”

				A smile crept across her face. “What did you have in mind, Thomas?”

				A gust of wind hit them. Her hair whisked off her back for a moment, the leaves still entwined in the strands. Without thought, he pulled her hair around with one hand. He worked the leaves out with his fingers then released the lucky leaves into the wind.

				She watched the leaves flitter away. “Thanks.”

				“No problem. Um … where was I? Oh, yeah. Getting back at James.” His fingers were still laced into her hair. He slowly let go and lowered his hand.

				“What exactly did you have in mind?” She leaned toward him, wiggling her eyebrows. Her eyes rested on his mouth.

				“I’ll think of something. So, Katy.” He used the pet name on purpose. “Are you?” He leaned toward her putting his forehead against hers. She didn’t draw back, which made him nervous. Crystal blue eyes looked up at him. Nervous as hell.

				“Am I what?” Don’t say it. Remember it’s Sam’s little sister, you idiot. The one you spent all those summers with on the boat. Shit. Yeah. Shouldn’t have thought of that. Visions of her pink and blue striped bikini flew through his brain, rendering him numb for a second. That was the first time he really took notice of Kathryn. Looking back, it was the first time he’d thought about what always seemed to pop in his head. Now, sitting with their heads touching, it was all he could think about as he looked down at her mouth.

				“A good kisser.” Crap. It slipped out like a spasm. And by the look on her face, she wasn’t as surprised as he was about the thought. What did that mean?

				“Tommy Ryan.” Kathryn pulled her head back from his, gave him a scolding glance, then looked out over the water. “If I didn’t know you better, I’d say you’re flirting. Don’t you think it’s a little wasted on me?”

				“Katy Delroy, I doubt you know me as well as you think.” He sat still for a moment, then added. “About James … just play along when we do our team-building exercise this evening, okay?”

				“Okay. I guess.”

				The sound of confusion rang in her voice. He wasn’t sure whether it was about his question or about James. Maybe it was more apprehension than confusion. It was hard to tell.

				“And I do know you,” she added. “I know that, growing up, you chased almost every girl in school. As I understand it, that didn’t change much in college. You made flirting a class of its own. From what Sam tells me, you would have had an A in it, if you’d been graded. It must have worked well for you. Apparently, you got laid so much you should have gotten frequent flyer points.”

				Ouch, Sam said that?

				He bellowed out a good laugh, and clutched his stomach. “Yeah, right. Remind me to talk to your brother about his gossiping.”

				“So, don’t think I don’t recognize the moves, buddy.”

				“Are they working?” He gave her his best devilish grin. Why was he doing this? Kathryn was his friend’s sister. Yeah, got to remember that. Thomas frowned, wondering why he was even considering touching her. Who cares? It’s not worth it, he chided himself. Then she smiled back and those crystal blue eyes had him. The hell it isn’t.

				“Don’t expect me to fall for that crap, Tommy. Besides, you couldn’t handle the likes of me.” With that, Kathryn hopped to her feet, dusted the grass off her tight little behind and marched up the embankment toward the lodge. When she reached the stairs to the deck, she glanced over her shoulder.

				Yeah, I’m still watching. He smiled and flipped his fingers in a mock salute. “Try me,” he muttered softly before following. For all his education and maturity, he realized he had ended up right back where he was years ago — wanting something that was out of reach. This time he decided there wasn’t any reward in doing the right thing.

	
Chapter Three

				Kathryn was a grown woman, more than capable of handling bad boys like Tommy. After all, she had dealt with a lot more than his playboy ass, hadn’t she? No time for men. Or at least she told herself that before she meandered toward the group meal. In the dining room, they all sat together at the giant table where a foray of appetizers, mostly cheese and crackers, decorated the cloth surface. Dinner turned out to be — big surprise — salmon.

				Kathryn did her best to avoid looking at Thomas. And talking to him. She sat at the opposite end of the table and tried hard to focus her attention on the conversation of the guys around her. It wasn’t happening. Thomas Ryan had flirted with her. No doubt about it. Why? She stole a glance down the table. Damn. He caught her gaze and grinned. No, she wouldn’t fall for that. He had a fan club that covers five states. It’d be a cold day in hell before she joined it. She wasn’t a kid now. She’d been flirted with before. A lot. She could handle it. In fact, two could play that game.

				To prove her point, she tilted her glass at him, licked her lips and smiled back. Her insides warmed when a shocked look passed over his face.

				Yeah, Thomas. You might want to take cover. I’m not little Katy anymore. But then, she reminded herself, he wasn’t little Tommy either.

				Dinner was over. He rose from the table and walked outside onto the porch. He leaned both hands against the rail and surveyed the mountains. Through the glass, she admired the broad shoulders, the arms, the way the faded jeans hugged his behind, especially in certain places. His thighs. She bet those could do a number on her.

				Whoa. Stop. She shook her head. This is Thomas. Sam’s friend. At that moment, he turned and caught her staring. Again. Out came that damn grin as he leaned back against the rail, crossed his arms over his chest and leisurely soaked in the moment. Okay, maybe she should take cover instead. There was a challenge in that smile.

				The chair legs made a loud screech as she forced her chair back to rise from the table. Somehow the thought of the cabin, with its quiet and safe solitude was suddenly appealing. Her stomach was all knotted up, must have been a reaction to the food. No way Tommy Ryan had anything to do with it. Kathryn eased toward the door with the hopes of a quick exit.

				At that moment, Sean Goldstein, their host for the week, walked into the room with a clipboard held loosely in one hand. “Everyone, round up and meet outside by the campfire. Wear something comfortable that you can move in and don’t mind getting dirty. I’d recommend tennis shoes or hiking boots. Your choice. Anyone who has any physical illnesses or disabilities that prevent them from climbing, running, or crawling, come see me.” He looked around the room, waiting briefly in case anyone came forward, then confidently strode out to the fire pit.

				“Our first exercise is the ropes and ladders course,” Sean said without smiling. He held up the clipboard and checked the top sheet of paper for a second. “This will be done in teams of two. The sales guys will work together and the admin guys will pair up. When I call out your name and your team number, find your teammate and stand over by that path.” He pointed toward an opening in the trees. “Team One, Zeiger and Flint.”

				He paused while the two men met, shook hands, and started toward the path. “Team Two, Cassidy and Wallace. Team Three, Hernandez and Billings. Team Four, Delroy and Ryan.” Sean raised an eyebrow. “Anyone have a problem with their teammate?”

				Kathryn thought his glance rested on Thomas a little longer than normal.

				No answers came from the group as everyone listened for the next order. “This is going to be fun. Most people get a good laugh, which is why we start with it, it’s sort of an ice-breaker. Okay. Follow me,” Sean motioned as he passed the group. He led the way down the path, talking as he moved. “Before we get too far, I want to caution everyone. You’re in Alaska now. You’re a guest here. This land belongs to the bear, moose, and a lot of other critters. As long as you move slowly, stay close to the cabins and lodge, and don’t do anything stupid, you won’t have any problems. However, if you do happen to come across a wild animal, remove yourself slowly from it. Do NOT run. Bears will chase you. That’s one race you’ll never win. They’re usually just as afraid of you as you are of them, so they’ll make a quick exit if you don’t get stupid.”

				He hesitated for a second to catch his breath, then added, “And don’t go walking around out here in the woods by yourself. I don’t want to have to come looking for you.”

				Sean moved off into the trees. The group fell into line behind him.

				Thomas sidled up next to Kathryn. He grinned. “Ready for this, partner?”

				“Can’t wait.” She smiled back with a hint of sarcasm as she fell into step. The path through the trees was only wide enough for one person to pass through, so Thomas held out his hand for her to pass before him. They trudged a mere hundred feet through the trees to a large opening, devoid of vegetation other than a few sparse tufts of grass. Sunshine glinted streaks of light through thick branches casting a bright haze over the troop. In the middle of the opening was an adult-size jungle gym that looked like something out of a reality show. Two large wooden beams bolted together spanned over the entire structure. One end had two ropes attached to it that hung to the ground. The ropes were knotted at one-foot intervals. Kathryn swallowed as she realized she was going to have to climb one of them. There was no other purpose for that kind of rope. Good thing she’d used the gym as a mental rejuvenator the past few months.

				A platform protruded about four feet below the top of the ropes, sort of a lookout point. On the other side of it was a large mesh net that cascaded down at an angle into the dirt. Beyond the net, a big green plastic tunnel that resembled a drainage tube curled around and ended at the other side of the structure. Large wooden slats were nailed to a six-foot wide wall on the far end. The slatted wall rose up to the very top beams. The beams above the structure formed a platform less than a foot wide. It had a large rope stretched across that was about six feet over the entire contraption and anchored at each end to the supports. Another green tunnel structure hung from a platform next to the top beam. However, that tunnel angled to the ground like a water slide, where at the bottom was a large puddle of water.

				Oh great. It really is a water slide. She frowned. She didn’t mind getting wet, but didn’t relish the mud at the bottom. The temperature was more than just cool, it was nippy. It would ruin the jacket she had on. The only jacket she’d brought.

				“This should be fun,” Thomas whispered in her ear. Kathryn couldn’t help but tip an eyebrow up and look at him sideways.

				“Okay, here’s how it works.” Sean spoke loudly to get everyone’s attention. “Each team is going to wear one of these harnesses.” He held up a rope — a leather contraption that bore resemblance to a medieval torture device.

				“Really fun,” Thomas interjected, his breath tickling her earlobe. He let out a short “Ouch” as Kathryn landed a solid jab to his ribs.

				Unaware of the comment, Sean continued, “Each belt goes around your waist. You are going to be chained at the hips and also at the hands to your partner with a three-foot length of rope. Just one hand, not both. Your job is to maneuver the entire obstacle course,” he waved at the jungle gym, “together without falling. If you complete it in ten minutes or less, you get twenty points. Fifteen minutes or less, ten points. Twenty minutes, five points. If you fall, zero. Each person is awarded the points individually because the teams change as the week goes on. The purpose behind each exercise is to teach teamwork, critical thinking skills, leadership, and decision-making. At the end of the week, the person with the most points will receive a nice perk.”

				Zak’s ears pricked up at the last sentence. “What’s the perk, Sean?”

				“A roundtrip ticket to the destination of your choice. Stateside only. And an extra twenty-four hours of vacation time. But don’t start planning your trips, guys. This is a lot harder than it looks. None of the exercises are a piece of cake. You’re going to have to figure out how to work the structure together without knocking each other down. If one person goes down, you’ll pull the other one off too. That’s why you see the big air mattress underneath everything. More people fall than finish.”

				“Any hints?” Zak asked.

				“Yeah, sometimes leadership means not leading.” Sean moved over to the two ropes, signaled the first team and pulled his iPhone from his pocket. “I have a stopwatch on this thing so when I blow the whistle, you start. When I blow it again, you’re done. I encourage you to be creative.”

				The first team successfully climbed the ropes, slid down the other side and crawled through the tunnel. That part was a little disturbing for two big guys trying to maneuver hands and waist with only three feet of rope space between them. They made it through and emerged the other side, faces red and sweating. They climbed back up to the beam, but when they started across, one of the guys lost his balance. The rope at the top swayed and the weight of the first took both of them down. They fell safely and rose off the giant bubbled air mattress, cussing and laughing.

				The second team made it through the entire course but took nineteen minutes. They crawled out of the mud below the slide, panting with exhaustion. From what Kathryn saw, crossing the beam was the hardest part. The three feet of rope wasn’t enough to get both people side by side moving on the beam at any pace. If the rope moved with one, both were affected and balancing was hard.

				The third team fell when climbing the rope mesh and didn’t make it to the beam. Thomas and Kathryn were next. They stepped up to the ropes. Kathryn looked at Thomas, expecting him to start giving directions. “Let’s knock ’em dead, Katy,” he said with a wink just before the whistle blew. They heaved up the rope, pulling their bodies by the arms and locking their feet just above the knots. At the top, they flung over to the platform and turned backward to climb down. Thomas placed his body on the side the ropes connected them so they had more room to work with. They watched each other move and kept their arms in sequence going down.

				At the opening to the first plastic tunnel, Kathryn said, “You go first, I’ll follow. We just need to keep the hands moving together.” She held up the wrist that was tied to his.

				“Katy, I don’t mind leading but in this situation, I think it’d be better if you did.”

				“Just go, you’re wasting time.”

				“No, not this time. I’ll go first some other time.”

				She let out an exasperated sigh and heaved herself into the tube. The rope on her wrist threaded between her legs and became taut. She immediately realized why he didn’t want to go first. Maybe that’s why the other guys took so long. “Okay. I get it,” she blurted over her shoulder as she crawled forward.

				“Figured it out, did ya? I’d kind of like to keep certain things working as they are.” She couldn’t see his grin but felt it.

				Once out of the tunnel, they climbed the ropes back up to the beam across the top. Her wrist was pinching but she kept pace with Thomas. He glanced sideways once in a while to make sure they were in synch. “You’re doing great,” he said.

				“So are you,” she responded.

				Only two more things to go. The beam and the slide.

				“Any great ideas on the beam?” she asked.

				“Yeah, we need to face each other. Our weight will be counterbalanced that way.” They were almost to the top.

				“The beam’s not wide enough for that.”

				“Yeah, it is.” He heaved himself up on the beam and waited. When she sat next to him, he looked at her. “Okay, let’s raise up together.” They slowly stood then grabbed the rope. Kathryn was already facing down the beam and ready to go.

				“Katy?” His hair was flying back in the cold wind as he spoke softly.

				“Yeah, what?”

				“Spread your legs for me.”

				He did not just say that. She shot a glance up. He had that stupid grin in prime form. She didn’t move.

				“What?”

				She felt her face flush as Thomas slid one of his thighs between her legs and anchored the other one behind her on the beam. He then lifted the rope and wrapped it behind her so they were pelvis to pelvis as they stood on the beam.

				“This is what you meant?”

				“Yeah. What did you think?” he whispered. “Okay, your hand in front on the rope, then mine, then yours. Let’s just slide along hands, feet, hands, feet.” They started moving. Hands. Feet. Hands. Feet. Muscular thigh wedged against hers. Hands. Feet. Hands. Feet. Hard chest touching hers. Hands. Feet. Hands. Feet. Kathryn’s stomach was knotting up again. Her hair caught the wind and started whipping around.

				“Tommy, you said great the first time.” She wasn’t sure why that popped into her head at that moment. Maybe because she was facing him and his mouth was right in front of her. The warmth of his breath took the chill off her cheeks. Or maybe because the entire length of his body was rubbing against hers as they moved.

				“What?” he sounded puzzled.

				“You said James said I was a great kisser.”

				“You’re thinking about this now?”

				“When you asked, you only said good.”

				Thomas’ foot slipped and his weight leaned backward. He teetered. Kathryn kept the hand with the rope anchored on the line over them. She reached out with the other hand, grabbed his shirt and yanked him toward her. His weight thudded heavily against her, crushing their chests together. As his chin struck her nose, he spoke for her ears only, “Sorry, my imagination had a problem with that picture.” They only had five more feet to go and they were off the beam.

				“You imagined it?” she asked.

				Hands. Feet. Thigh. Oops. Hands. Feet. Hands. She had to stop thinking about everything that was pressed up against her.

				“Kind of hard not to right now. Just remember — you brought it up.” He looked down.

				“Stop that, Thomas. You’re doing it again.”

				“Doing what?”

				“Flirting.” They were at the end of the beam. The slide tunnel was next to them.

				“You brought it up, Katy.” They were still facing each other.

				“Okay, down we go.” He sat in front of the slide and jerked his hand to pull her down with him. “Time’s a wasting.” He shoved off and they lunged down the slide together, landing in the mud pit below. They surfaced — completely soaked in gray water, hair matted to their faces — and crawled out. The whistle blew as they stood up.

				Thomas reached down and hugged her, pulling her off the ground as he swung her around. “Good job, girl.” For a short moment, she was completely encased in warm, wet, muddy arms. When he set her back down, he wiped the mud off her face and cupped her cheeks with both hands. “I think we might have won this one, Katy.”

				Kathryn was dizzy. Not from being spun around. From being wrapped like a bear cub in those big arms. She barely noticed that he had unshackled them until he was gone, striding away, getting high fives from the other teams. Why did she suddenly feel like she’d been manipulated?

	
Chapter Four

				Day two started as follows: Team One: Zero Points. Team Two: Ten Points. Team Three: Zero Points. Team Four: Twenty Points.

				“Way to go, Kathryn,” James congratulated as he pulled up a chair next to her at breakfast. “Smart move on the beam.” He held up a hand for her to slap.

				She clapped a hand against his and she responded, “Thanks! That was Thomas’ idea for the most part. It was a little strange but it kept us balanced.”

				“Yeah, and we all need a little more balance in our lives,” Thomas chimed in as he slid into the opposite chair and winked. “How’d everyone sleep?” he looked from one to the other.

				“I slept fine. Those room-darkening shades work pretty good.” Kathryn slid the empty plate away as the rest of the group trickled in.

				“And James slept great too,” Thomas confirmed, “See, I happen to be his cabin mate. Judging by the snoring going on, I’d say he’s pretty rested.”

				“Hey! I don’t snore.”

				“Yeah, and there’s no bear in these woods either. Remind me to get some earplugs if we go anywhere today.”

				A muffled giggle escaped from Kathryn as she rose. She had an almost musical tone to it. He liked that. She filled her cup with coffee and doctored it. She’d put her hair in a braid today — to contain it, most likely. Even so, several dark strands around her face were slinking out of the braid and falling forward to caress her face and neck. As she lifted the cup to her lips, he admired the smooth line of her neck. Her swift turn toward the table suddenly made him need an extra cup of coffee himself. And he didn’t usually even drink the stuff.

				The night of restlessness was hard to hide. Between James’ constant rumbling motor noises, and thoughts of Kathryn pressed up against him on the beam, he wasn’t in the best of moods. Not by any means. No one should look as perky and rested as she did this morning. That was just plain rude. “Kathryn, just curious … do you snore?” Not sure why he asked.

				“Not that I know of.” She was preoccupied with a newspaper sitting on the cupboard next to their table.

				“Good,” Thomas said. “I’m rooming with you from now on.” He thought he’d get a reaction. He expected her to be alarmed or something but no, she just ignored him.

				Her bored voice responded while her hands flipped carelessly through the newspaper, “No, I don’t think so. I like roommates with a little less baggage.” She glanced around the room. “But there’s a sofa right there if you need it.” Without raising her head, a slender ringless hand gestured toward the area next to them.

				“Yeah, that looks real comfortable for a guy my size.”

				The cook rushed in with a plate full of food presented so well that it would rival Martha Stewart. It was humorous considering her appearance was in complete contrast to the culinary icon. She waltzed around the room offering it to the guys. She started with Thomas, smiling brightly at him. Her cheerfulness was contagious. “Hey Rita. You look great this morning.”

				“Thank you. So do you.” She flashed a smile and moved to the next group. Kathryn returned to her chair across from him, frowning.

				“Always pouring on the charm, aren’t you, Thomas?” Kathryn said.

				“Just looking for a friendly face to lessen my bad mood.” He was honest. Always had been. Most people hated that about him because he’d often be pretty blunt in the process.

				“Why should you be in a bad mood? You won last night.”

				“We won,” he corrected. “And I don’t do well without sleep.”

				“Maybe we won, but I wasn’t the one everyone was high-fiving. I’d guess you got a little praise for your methods, didn’t you?”

				“What methods? We chose the best approach to make sure we stayed balanced and moved quickly. Is that a bad thing?” He looked around the room and nodded at a couple of the guys that mumbled good morning to them.

				James chipped in, “Yeah, and who wouldn’t want to go hip to hip with Kathryn here?” Damn. Wish he hadn’t said that. Kathryn’s brows furrowed as she gave Thomas a “see what I mean?” look.

				“Shut up, James. Inappropriate.” He jammed his fork into the plate of food and stuffed eggs into his mouth. His cheek bulged as he continued.

				“Hey, I’m just kidding around,” James responded.

				“It’s not funny, jackass.”

				Thankfully, he didn’t have to watch someone else wrapped around her legs. His thoughts jumped to the memory of her thighs locked with his. The visual brought a surge of energy. Why did he care what James said about Kathryn? She was hot. They all noticed. He was their new idol. He frowned. Yeah, but she’s Sam’s sister. And a coworker.

				Sean marched into the room carrying his clipboard. “Good morning, campers!” he announced. “Are we ready for a new day?” No response. “Everyone saw the scores so far, right? The chart’s on the wall over there. We’ll update it nightly. Today’s going to be kind of a free day. Your agendas for the rest of the week are in your rooms. We have a fairly nice combination of sightseeing and fishing activities, along with the team-building events. We have a short exercise this morning that’s just filling out a questionnaire about yourself. Before we do that though, I wanted to talk about yesterday’s exercise.” He motioned for those standing to seat themselves and waited.

				“Why do you think we chose the activity?” Sean asked. The room was unusually quiet. “No one wants to answer?”

				“You wanted creative solutions,” the Chicago guy answered.

				“Your name’s Kevin, right?” he paused for the nod, then answered, “Yes, that’s part of it. The key thing we usually see in that type of exercise is a combination of slow decision-making along with lack of cohesiveness. Some people will try to automatically take the lead and in doing so, not be willing to follow.”

				“But the ones that did the best didn’t do either one,” Kevin argued.

				“It may have looked that way, but in truth they did both. Leadership isn’t about giving orders and waiting for everyone to follow you. It’s about coming up with a plan, hopefully together, then supporting the plan by words and actions. Sometimes you’re first down the line, sometimes you’re last. And in the best case, everyone crosses the finish line together.”

				Zak looked puzzled. “What if you can’t get your people to that level of cohesiveness? I have some staff that are free in giving recommendations, but don’t want to follow someone else’s idea.”

				Sean nodded. “That’s common. Any ideas?” He surveyed the room.

				The discussion became animated as everyone made recommendations. They continued talking over the exercise and its implications for another hour. Sean was good. Thomas appreciated his calmness and his no b.s. candor. They broke when the discussion ended with the instruction to complete their questionnaire and turn it in by noon. They were free to do as they chose the rest of the day. However, everyone needed to meet in the kitchen at five the next morning for their next excursion: halibut fishing on the Cook Inlet.

				Thomas observed James’ advance toward Kathryn. The guy’s persistence and innuendo grated on his nerves. It was bad enough that his incessant snoring made it impossible to get sound sleep, but he was obviously obsessed with Kathryn. Couldn’t stop looking at her or talking about her. Annoyance bubbled up in the form of heavy finger-tapping on the table as Thomas watched him talking to her. He didn’t know what they were saying but she shook her head. He put his hand on her forearm, she pulled back.

				“Katy,” Thomas interjected from his seat at the table. “Got a second?” Relief swam across her face, loosening the tension around her lips.

				“Sure.” She extricated herself from James’ company and moved to sit next to Thomas at the table. “What’s up?”

				“You okay?”

				“Of course. Why?”

				“No reason. Um … I thought I’d take a drive north. Do a little sightseeing. If you’re not going somewhere with James, maybe you’d like to tag along?” He hoped she’d see it as the lesser of two evils.

				She looked around the room. Most of the group had taken their conversations outside. A few of the guys had discussed more fishing. James waited as if ready to pounce the minute their discussion was over. Thomas stood, waiting hesitantly for an answer.

				“Are you playing big brother?” Her gaze rested on his. Crap, he stopped breathing. Big Brother? Hell no. There was nothing that innocent in what his mind was conjuring up right now. Still, the thought of her hanging out with James was completely repulsive. He gave an exasperated sigh. James shot a frown his way, which he ignored.

				“Okay but no funny stuff,” she answered. She pushed her chair back and stood with him.

				She agreed? Yeah, she did. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He grinned. “I’ll meet you at your front door in ten minutes. Is that enough time?”

				“Sure. I’m pretty much ready to go.” He looked at her face for a minute, contemplating the way her cheeks dimpled around her mouth when she smiled. Immediately, he regretted asking. A day with Kathryn was probably not a smart move. She was right, he probably couldn’t handle her. He wasn’t sure it was a good idea to try either.
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